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Texts based on conversations with Firas Beydoun, Makram 
Beydoun, Wadah Charara, Elie Chedid, Farouk Dakdouki, Fadi 
Fawaz, Mustapha Nasser, Ramzieh Nasser, Salah Nasser, Zahed 
Nasser, Faysal Yahfoufi, and on readings of texts by Valérie 
Clerc-Huybrechts, Wafa Charafeddine, Mona Fawaz, Mona Harb, 
Falk Jähnigen, Steven Judd, Mohammad Nokkari. 


In 2011, | shot my feature film And the Living Is Easy, filming 
Beirut over eight months through five characters, mainly non- 
professional actors, who were improvising and performing 
scenes inspired by their love affairs, professional lives, 
friendships and the places that are dear to them. The city and 
their feelings became deeply intertwined. Constructing a fiction 


With their daily lives, l'highlighted a malaise in present day-Beirut. 


One of the main characters of And the Living Is Easy is Firas 
Beydoun, who was born and lived then in Ouzaï, and whose 
family was one of the first to settle there in the fifties. His great 
grandfather, Ali Hassan Nasser, a pioneer, established his life 


and professional activities there, but also built a mosque, and 


further away a church. He became a prominent figure, acting as 
a local leader (‘za3im’). As | pursued my project Under-Writing 
Beirut, | got interested in researching the history of Ouzaï, and 
met several members and acquaintances of the Nasser family. 
This piece, part of the project's third chapter: Under-Writing 
Beirut — Ouzaï, is a reflection on the history of Ouzaï through 
these encounters as well as on the mundane and historic places 


that are enmeshed with the narratives of this area. 
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The first inhabitants of Ouzaï were almost all rural Lebanese, 
driven towards Beirut by a changing economy. A few families 
were from Beirut, but many came from the Bekaa, Hermel, and 
Baalbeck and later from the south, from places like Kfar Kila or 
Adaissi. Ali Hassan Nasser was one of them. He came from the 
Bekaa valley. The Nasser family had Sunni and Shia members. 
Other families included the Sinnos, the Aracgys, the Labbans, the 


Wazzans, the Chatilas, the Hatoums, the Harakehs, the Rahhals. 


Ouzaï, mired in legal confusion until 1955 and adjacent to the 
airport, remained less desirable and less conventionally buildable 
than neighboring areas. This meant the land was cheaper, 
with many empty lots or empty pieces of lots that filled up as 
people settled, brought their family members, and built lives on 
the sand dunes. There was little order or structure regarding 
land ownership and rights. People settled illegally or bought 
shares in a much large plot of land, and started construction. 
As Faysal Yahfoufi, one of the early settlers puts it: "We first put 
our hand on the land and then we bought some shares of that 
land." However, the surface people built on did not necessarily 


correspond to the shares they owned. 


Qadaya al Roumoul (The Trial of the Sands) in the 50's, where 
it was decided that the land was private and not owned by the 
municipality of Borj al Brajneh, caused a spurt of informal (and, 
according to the decision of the trial, illegal) construction. The 


contested ownership, along with the weak regulatory power of 


the state and the fact that many properties were owned by a large 
number of co-owners, created a favorable ground for people 
who, looking for a better life near the capital or later fleeing the 


violence of the war, would settle there, most of them illegally. 


F. Dakdouki tells that when he arrived in the late 50's, the most 
influent family was the Nassers. He recalls his childhood: "We 
were only a few families, and from here you could see Tarik el 
Jdideh , Raoucheh and Ramilet el Baida. The coast and the sea 
were beautiful, if you came here in the summer you'd envy us, but 
if you came in the winter you'd say "may God help you”, as our 
house would be flooded by the destructive waves of the sea. We 
would walk to the Borj, we’d play in the pine tree forest. From here 
until the airport, it was all sand, and from here until the Marriot, it 


was entirely empty, you could see all of Beirut" 
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For a long time, this area south of Beirut was unoccupied and 
undefined. With its soil inhibiting most agriculture, it remained 
unbuilt and was known simply as "the sand zone" or "the dunes." 
No accurate maps were made of the area until the 19th century. 
The sandy plain of Ouzaï was legally integrated into the province 
of Beirut from 1850 to 1874. 
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In the 19505, as the city outgrew its ramparts, the land on its 
edges, useless for agriculture, became more valuable. The 
southern suburbs saw some substantial state investment as 
part of a growing, modernizing metropolis. An international 
airport was built directly to the south of Ouzaï in 1954. It replaced 
the much smaller airfield in Bir Hassan. 


Faysal Yahfoufi recalls that President Camille Chamoun and 
Prime Minister Saeb Salam first thought of Damour as a site for 
the new airport, but Damour residents refused, because it was an 
agricultural land. They were advised to build on the public land 
(Machaa) which belonged to the municipality of Borj al Brajneh. 
He mentions that Chamoun was close to Hussein Darwich 
Ammar who was then mayor of Borj, and whose decision would 
not be contested. Darwich agreed to give him the land to build 
the airport. 


Farouk Dakdouki, a resident of Ouzaï since the early 60's recalls: 
"we used to walk and play in the area near the airport; it was all 
sand, and the airport extension was only built later. Before the 
new airport landing ground was built, the planes used to fly right 
over our house, and we could feel the house shaking. They were 
so low, you could catch them if you raised your hand. If we had 
the choice, we wouldn't live here." 


On December 30, 1968, the airport was bombarded and that was 
the beginning of the military actions responding to the Israeli 
attacks. 
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"Ouzaï" comes from the name of a Sunni imam and influential 
Syrian legal scholar and theologian whose legal practice was 
often based on the community, or the so-called "living tradition." 
He was considered as the leader of the Syrian Madhhab and 
closely associated to the Umayyad Caliphs. Born in the Beqaa 
Valley in 88 AH/707 AD, poor and orphaned at a young age, Abü 
‘Amr ‘Abd al-Rahmän al-Awz& first picked up the name AwzaT 
upon living in an area of Damascus occupied by loosely tied 
Southern Arabian tribes known as AWZ&T. He moved to Beirut 
with his mother after his father died. From there he travelled to 
AI-Yamäma and Bosra, then settled in Damascus, where he was 
consulted as a Faqïh. He returned to Beirut in 125 AH/743 AD. 


Legend has it that when he was nearing 50 years old, he met a 
woman dressed in black in a cemetery just outside the city of 
Beirut. He asked the way to the city and like an omen, she pointed 
to the graves, indicating that the city had gone to ruin. After his 
strange encounter, AWZäT felt moved to protect the city from 
turmoil and decided in that moment that he would live in Beirut. 
He settled in the city center and his home became a school 
where he practiced law precisely and humbly. In the course of 
ruling over 70,000 cases, he famously confronted the violent 
ruler Abdallah ibn Ali when he felt that justice, as enunciated in 
the Quran, was being compromised. Ali, the Abbasid governor 
of Syria and Mount Lebanon, had raised a high tax on Christian 
citizens in the mountains, which led to local revolt. In response, 
Ali ordered his soldiers to brutally suppress the inhabitants. When 
Imam AwzäT protested, he was summoned to Damascus by the 
governor himself. AwzäT expected his head to fall but firmly 
defended his position. For actions like these, he is remembered 
as a figure of tolerance who defended the rights of Christians 
and Muslims alike. 


When Imam AwzäT passed away in 157 HG/774 AD , it is said 
that a stream of people - Muslims, Christians and Jews - 
carried his mortal remains to the wooded, sandy seaside south 
of the city, to a place known at that time as Hantus where he was 
buried. A shrine was built and still stands today, along with an 
accompanying mosque. One legend has it that a different burial 
site, closer to the city center, had originally been chosen, but that 
unseen forces prevented the coffin-bearers from approaching it. 
Some believed that his coffin was set down outside the south 
wall of the mosque in Hantus and became a heavy stone that 
could not be moved, so the tomb was built right there around 
it. The whole area around his tomb became known as the Plain 
of Ouzaï. 


The Dakdoukis who live near Imam AwzäT Maqam observe that 
many people from Lebanon and abroad, including Christians, 
visit the shrine to pay homage to Imam AwzäT and bring various 
offerings such as oil and sheep that they slaughter, before 
distributing the meat. On Friday, people distribute bread, which 
is why so many poor people come and stay near the entrance 
of the Maqam. 
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In 1856, large parts of the land were sold by Ottoman leader 
Emir Bashir Qasim Shihäb Ill to an Egyptian man, Sheikh Mustafa 
Rifai. Ottoman land surveys put together for taxation purposes 
at that time revealed an explicit overlap and contradiction: lands 
in the plain of Ouzaï were indicated as being both "possessed 
by" the emirs as private property and at the same time, Machaa 
(State-owned lands held by municipalities or large groups of 
co-owners, where inhabitants of the area have the right to stop, 
rest, graze cattle, and even mine the quarries). Therefore Emir 
Qassem's sale to Rifai was not necessarily legal or illegal but 


reflected an ambiguous system. 


The sale to Rifai was not officially recognized in the Ottoman 
land registry carried out in the early 18605, and in 1874, Ouzaï 
was re-delegated to the province of Mount Lebanon, where 
Machaa was understood as land that belonged to the villagers 
of the province. This aggravated the existing legal overlap. After 
Sheikh Mustafa Rifai died, his many heirs were vying for the 
land they inherited amongst themselves with other locals who 
claimed to own the land, and with the villagers from the province 
of Borj al Brajneh (adjacent to Ouzaï) who had been using the 


land under the understanding that it was public. 


In 1876, a judgment was passed in favor of the municipality of 
Borj al Brajneh that recognized collective yet limited rights to the 
land, allowing locals to only stop to drink water and take a nap. 


In 1878, in comparison, the occupants of Haret Hreik and Chiah, 


two nearby municipalities, were granted full rights to the land. 
The continual lack of legal clarity over the ownership of land 
in Ouzaï allowed the overlapping claims there to continue and 
fester in the 50's, culminating in a trial, Qadaya al Roumoul (The 
Trial of the Sands) where it was decided that the land was private 


and not owned by the municipality of Borj al Brajneh. 


According to Zahed Nasser, when The Trial of the Sands’ decision 
was taken, the people who lived in Ouzaï, such as his grandfather, 
Ali Hassan Nasser who was a Nasserist, stood firmly against 
it and in 1958 ignited a rebellion against Camille Chamoun 
(President of the Republic) who was behind the trial and whom 


they believed favored the interests of the private owners. 
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1958 was marked by a civil war between those who supported 
pro-Western President Camille Chamoun and his opponents 
who were mainly Nasserist, advocates of Arab unity. Chamoun's 
call for support led to a three months U.S. military intervention 
(operation Blue Bat). 


According to members of the Nasser family, Chamoun wanted to 
turn Ouzafï into a "French Riviera in Lebanon." Ali Hassan Nasser, 
in reaction, burned all the materials and equipment ordered and 
stocked for that purpose. He was imprisoned for a short time. 
Fayssal Yahfoufi says that the religious context could not permit 
it, people here didn't want to have beaches and alcohol and 
opposed such a project, especially one that locals would not 
benefit from." 


After the Trial of the Sands, Ali Hassan Nasser called on the 
dwellers to regain the public land, but the inhabitants of the 
Borj were scared to oppose the mayor who was under the 
orders of president Chamoun, so he started to call for people 
from Baalbeck to come to Ouzaï and regain the land, and they 
came and built a life here. Yahfoufi arrived at that time, he was 
educated, but most of the others were ignorant of the laws. 


In 1958, two of Ali Hassan Nasser's twelve sons were killed by 
members of the Dandach family who were allies of Chamoun. 
One of them was the husband of Ramzieh Harakeh (Em Ali), who 
recalls today with sorrow and anger the killing of her husband 
as she was a 27-year-old mother of two, married for only three 
years. Em Ali is originally from Chiah and came to Ouzaï to 
get married in 1955. She remembers that all the family was in 
support of Camille Chamoun when he was elected, but she says 
that he later betrayed them for the benefit of foreigners. She also 
believes that he protected the murderers of her husband who 
were able to flee to another area. 


F. Yahfoufi believes that they wanted the head of Ali Hassan 
Nasser and that the Dandaches had sent him an invitation to their 
home, but when invited, he usually sent someone to represent 
him, and so he sent two of his sons. "They went and were killed 
right away. The neighbors heard the shots, and all took side for 
the Nasser family and started shooting at the house. Chamoun 
saw that the Dandaches were in danger and sent forces to help 
them flee." 
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In the 60's, Fayssal Yahfoufi founded the Nasser school, which 
he heads until today. Yahfoufi who is originally from the Bekaa 
valley, recalls settling in Ouzaï in the late 50's because back then, 
there were no schools or hospitals in the entire Bekaa valley, as 
the governement had not extended its political actions to these 
regions. "In our village, Ali Yahfoufi was the only teacher. He had 
barely completed his education and would teach students of all 
ages at once in one same room. | came in 1958, the road was 
closed, the war was raging, there was no asphalt, it was all sand. 
l'opened the school, but we needed electricity, so | contacted the 
director of the Lebanese Electricity Company, and he told me to 
place a request for electricity. We had very little means. | counted 
the houses around us, there were 75, and | requested electricity 
for the 75 houses. An engineer was sent, he was helpful and 
gave us a good price. This is how we got the electricity and since 
then | was appointed president of the committee of this area. 
l supported Arab unity and Nasserism so | named the school 


Nasser in honor of Gamal Abdel Nasser." 


Tuition fees were and still are symbolic, making education 
accessible to all local kids. No students came from other areas, 
and all the kids walked to school. In the mid 60's, there was 
no hospital or doctor in Ouzaï. If you were ill, you'd go to the 


pharmacist who acted as a doctor. 


Farouki Dakdouki was five years old when he came from Hareit 
Hreik to live in Ouzaï in the late 50's. There were two schools, 
the Nasser school and Abdo Berro's. His brother went to Berro's 
while he attended Yahfoufi's. Unfortunately, he had to drop out 
as he had to start working to make a living: "there comes a time 
where you have to help your parents and work to make some 


money." 
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"In our childhood, it was one of the most beautiful coasts of the 
world, not only Lebanon,’ says Farouk Dakdouki, "we would swim, 
fish, we had a public beach, so the poor came here, as this region 
was mainly inhabited by poor people. But right near us (in Jnah) 
were better-equipped resorts for the upper class: The St Simon, 
Acapulco, Riviera and St Michel were highly touristic destinations. 
They knew us, so they'd let us in. The touristic coast of Lebanon 
went from our area onward. We would be sitting home and see 
people, foreigners and Lebanese horseback riding on the coast. 
My brother-in-law Abdel Rahman Nasser and his father Hajj 
Mehiedinne Nasser owned two cafés right there, they had the 
Arazil (small bamboo huts) on the shore below the café. Ouzaï 
was also famous for its fish restaurants. It wasn't until 1975 that 
sewage became a real problem in Ouzaï. We actually used to 
swim in the sewage area, but it wasn'’t an issue because back 
then, there were barely thirty houses. The recent densification of 
the population increased the amount of sewage waste dumped 


into the sea. | haven't swum in Ouzaï in thirty years." 


Haïjj Mourchid Harakeh recalls that there were no constructions 
on the seashore, only Arazil. People from Chiah, Borj al Brajneh, 
Hareïit Hreik and Mraijeh would all build Arazil. "We would stay in 
the Arazil on the beach for the night, then return home the next 


day, and it was safe to keep them unlocked." 
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In the 60's, some leaders of the Palestinian Resistance 
Movement settled in Ouzaï and, supported by Lebanese factions 
and residents of Ouzaï, used it as a base to organize weapon 
deals and attacks on Israel. On April 10, 1973, the Israeli military, 
targeting Palestinian leaders, carried out a commando attack on 
a two-story building in Ouzaï that belonged to the Nasser family. 
The Israelis were looking for Palestinian leaders, and suspected 
that the militants were hiding weapons and planning attacks in 
the basement. The Israelis came and emptied the building then 
blew it up. Youssef and Moussa Nasser were killed during this 


operation. 


The same day in Verdun, they killed three Palestinian leaders: 
Kamal Nasser, Abou Youssef and Kamal Adwan. This 
orchestrated attack was the first of its kind and was considered 
by the Lebanese authorities and people as a major aggression 
against the territory. Furthermore, it revealed the weaknesses of 
the country's military defense forces and led to the resignation 
of the Prime Minister Saeb Salam. Following this attack, the 
Palestinian militants increased their own military forces on the 


ground. 
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Salah Nasser was a kid when the Israeli attack of April 10, 1973 
occurred, but he recalls that day vividly. He was at home, in the 
house he currently lives in, and which was destroyed by Israelis 
during an operation. 


"My father looked from the bathroom window as he heard some 
explosion. They had destroyed the entrance door to come into 
the house. My mom took us into the room while my father argued 
With them. They took him, we didn't know where to. My brother 
who was a bit older jumped from one bed to the other to join us, 
and he got shot in his leg. My mother who spoke a little French 
and English understood from the soldiers that she should take 
us and leave the house immediately. | remember how we left and 
stayed with my uncle Abu Zahed in Ghbairy. | was 9 years old. 
It was an incident well never forget. The entire building with its 
two floors was destroyed, and we lost two of my uncles in this 
operation. Later, we learned that my father was alive. 


We were away from our home for an entire year but rebuilt it 
in 1974. That wouldn't normally be possible in Ouzaï, but what 
had happened was so tragic that the President of the Republic 
delivered a special permit for us to rebuild it and the bakery up on 
the main street, as it had also been destroyed. Saeb Salam (then 
Prime Minister) even came on site, and my aunts and everyone 
else threw tomatoes at him. 


Right before their attack, our house was a base from which 
an operation against Israel was planned. Our family was not 
affiliated to any political party and had good contacts with 
everyone. We had no enemies, but back then everyone supported 
the Palestinian cause. Some Palestinians who had fled in 48 and 
67 lived here in Ouzaï, and my father had rented out a floor to 
Palestinian fighters. It became the base from which they carried 
out their operations, before they disappeared. It was one of 


the biggest operations executed from Lebanon against Israel, 
causing it great damage. As a consequence, Israel retaliated 
with the operation here in Ouzaï and in Verdun, in which they 
killed three Palestinian resistance leaders: Kamal Adwan, Abu 
Youssef and Kamal Nasser who were believed to be behind these 
operations. 


| remember seeing people making drawings of the area with 
such precision that they looked like Google Earth images. We 
were kids and we would watch them. To us, they were artists, and 
looked like tourists with their camera. After they finished their 
drawings, they totally vanished, we never saw them again, and 
then the Israeli operation happened-" 
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Mustapha Nasser is the grandson of pioneer settler in Ouzaï 
Ali Hassan Nasser. He owns a large restaurant "Café Riba” by 
the sea, facing the landing ground of Beirut's airport. | asked 
Mustapha what happened on April 10, 1973. 


"It was one of the biggest operations done by Israel outside of 
Israel. They said it took six hundred soldiers, and it didn't happen 
only in Ouzaï. They hit Saida, Verdun, and Dora. My uncles were 
With the Palestinian resistance; they were renting them a space 
in the building nearby. The fighters would take boats and go 
from here to Palestine clandestinely. So Israel decided to do an 
operation to hit the resistance. My father had an office on the 
main road, but it was a cover for activities and operations led 
by the Palestinian resistance. Israelis learned about it through 
informers. It was a commando, some came by sea, others, | 
believe, came via the airport using fake European passports. 
They didn't find the leaders they were targeting as they didn't 
sleep here for security reasons, and had other places to stay, but 
they killed them later. During that operation, both my father and 
uncle were killed. As they came out to check what was going 
on, they were both shot by the Israeli commando. On that same 
day, the Israeli killed three major Palestinian resistance leaders in 
Verdun: Kamal Adwan, Kamal Nasser and Abu Youssef. 


When asked if his father and uncle were fighters, Mustapha 
replied: "no, but they created a supportive environment for 
Palestinian fighters to free their land." He added: "everyone 
supported the Palestinian resistance, but the Palestinians did 
many mistakes." 
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The period preceding and during the Lebanese war (1975- 
1991) led to a radical transformation of the area. Israel regularly 
retaliated against Palestinian resistance and Lebanese allies 
efforts by bombarding the Palestinian camps and southern 
villages of Lebanon. This led to the displacement of thousands 
of Shia villagers to Beirut, such as from Bint el Jbeil in 1969 and 
from Arqoub in 1970. These waves of displacement continued in 
1971, 72 and 73 and when Israel invaded South Lebanon in 1978 


With thirty thousand soldiers, even more people fled. 


The displaced settled mainly in the eastern suburbs, such as 
Nabaa and Tal el Zaatar. During the civil war, the "Green Line" 
divided Beirut, separating the eastern, mainly Christian sector, 
from the western, mainly Muslim sector. The majority of the 
Shias who had taken refuge in the eastern suburbs were forced to 
flee again, the first migration happening in the summer of 1976. 
Most people settled based on sectarian or family ties, with many 
heading to Ouzaï and other parts of the southwestern suburbs. 
As a result, the area saw the solidification of a Shia community. 
"During the war, people who fled bought shares or lots or rented 
from the ones already established in the area, often a family 
member or someone they knew”, says pioneer resident Farouk 
Dakdouki. "You could buy and even register what you owned at 
a local notary, but you couldn't get a title deed." Indeed, today his 
biggest wish is to get a title deed for an apartment he bought 
long ago. The number of people who settled in the area grew 
as the war went on. In Jnah, adjacent to Ouzaï, people, mostly 
Kurds, Palestinians and Syrians, squatted the beach chalets. 


As the population increased in the area, it was impossible to 


keep control of the legal transactions, the infrastructure and 
the constructions, which were rapid and informal. People often 
built their house overnight by raising four walls and a precarious 
roof, adding more rooms to it later if their means permitted. 
Constructions stopped momentarily in 1982 during the Israeli 
bombardments, as many fled the area and then had to repair the 


damages. 


The Israeli invasion of Beirut in 1982 had a strong impact on 
Ouzaï, as it was an important area in the confrontation of Israel 
by Amal movement. The years following the invasion saw the 
power transition from Amal to Hezbollah in Ouzaï. In the mid 
80's, the southern suburbs became the setting for a power 
struggle between two Shia movements and militias: Amal, which 
controlled the area since the beginning of the war, and the newly 
created Hezbollah. They competed for control over the southern 
Suburb area. Ouzaï was the only access to the South, everyone 
fought to control it, including the Palestinians. During the war, 
Amal also controlled an illegal port in Ouzaï that was used to 


import various merchandises. 


Today, Ouzaï still does not have its own independent 
administrative status; it is affiliated with the municipality of the 
neighboring town of Borj al Brajneh. The overlapping violations 
of property rights, building, land use and zoning codes continue. 
This legal disarray is combined with and related to major 


infrastructural problems. 
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Salah Nasser recalls Miami Beach was one of the most 
important beach resorts. In Ouzaï, there were only two places 
of this kind: Florida and Miami. Miami was the work and life of 
his uncle, Abu Khaled Nasser. It was built in the 50's and first 
belonged to a Christian family, until his uncle took over the place. 
It had the best seafood restaurant in the area, and counted the 
most important personalities of the country (ministers, lawyers, 
doctors, politicians, foreigners) among its clientele. Everyone 
would come to Miami as it was a beautiful, family-friendly place. 
Women could come swim alone, and no one would bother them. 
You could not rent a chalet for the night if you were a single 
man or woman. The chalets were reserved for families - he was 
strict about that. You could not get into the resort if you were 
not properly shaved, no matter who you were. If someone came 
unshaved with the excuse that it was Sunday, he‘d tell him: "look, 
here is a hairdresser." He had a hairdresser under the staircase 
always ready. Abu Khaled didn't like long beards or hair. If a 
woman came and couldn't find a spot on the beach, he would 
ask a man to give her his spot. When Prime Minister Rafic Hariri 
came and sat on the terrace, he couldn't believe he was in Ouzaï. 
When he planned the Elyssar project, he intended on keeping 


Miami Beach intact. 


Miami stayed open throughout the war since Abu Khaled lived 
there and it was easy for him to go everyday. One day, during 
the Israeli invasion, he saw Israeli soldiers swimming in Miami 
Beach, so he started shouting at them, which made them 
laugh as some understood Arabic. They had a base nearby. 


Abu Khaled was not affiliated to any political party but he had 


a strong network of political contacts, so he made a call that 
day, and soon after, the order came that Israeli soldiers were 
strictly forbidden to enter Miami. He even put up a note at the 
entrance of the resort, stating that no Israeli officer or soldier 
could enter it. He waited until the Israeli forces withdrew from the 
area to reopen the restaurant. Miami closed in 2000 because the 
socio-political context had changed and the people of the area 
had become more conservative. The restaurant served alcohol, 
which the people of Ouzaï didn't approve of. Furthermore, amidst 
the postwar reconstruction phase in the 90's, many resorts 
opened in other areas, where people felt more comfortable, 
and Ouzaï became less easily accessible. Abu Khaled chose to 
close down Miami rather than lose money, as the cost of running 
the restaurant was high, but he nevertheless kept going there 
everyday until a few months before he passed away in 2010, and 


would only host his friends and family. 
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After the Lebanese wars officially ended in 1990, the government 
took a renewed interest in changing the area south of the city 
with major urban planning e orts. The 83/69 law passed in 1983 
included article 191/117, which allowed areas destroyed by the 
war to be reordered by the state. With this, late Prime Minister 
Rafic Hariri posed a master plan for "modernizing" the city that 
included three main projects: Solidere for the downtown area, 
Linor for the eastern suburbs, and Elyssar for the southern 
suburbs. Elyssar would have changed Ouzaï immensely. 
According to a government representative at the time of the 
project, Fady Fawaz, Elyssar's main goals were to restructure, 
appropriate and sort allthe informal parcels that had been divided 
chaotically before and during the war and built upon without 
any official government sanction or planning. Additionally, the 
project aimed to make the seaside attractive to tourists again, 
provide greater access between the city and its suburbs, and 
improve infrastructure. According to Elie Chedid, the president 
of Elyssar, the project was only concerned with the areas that 
had been built upon illegally. Elyssar was a ‘public private 
partnership’ project, and therefore could only be implemented in 
agreement with all the involved individuals and parties. For this 
reason, extensive negotiations took place between planners and 
other constituents, most notably local Hezbollah and Amal party 
leaders. Many of those negotiations between state and local 
actors revolved around how to deal with the inevitable issues of 
displacement, relocation and compensation. The option was to 
either move into units built within the project's parameters, which 
they would own, or accept compensation to move elsewhere 


in the city. There was a strong disagreement at the suggested 


compensation packages for the potential displaced families, 


which were considered meager and unacceptable. 


Local residents played a part in the decision-making. 
Shopkeepers especially took issue with the bridge that was to 
be built to pass over the old Ouzaï sea road where many shops 
are located. While some residents supported this plan (as 
they would gain legal property rights when relocated), many 
rejected its capitalistic, sectarian approach. Mustapha Nasser 
was against this project, he believed that they planned to expel 
people from their houses to beautify the land and make profit 
from it without giving them any benefits. "They came and offered 
very little compensation money to people who knew how much 
this land was worth. It was all about making money." His cousin 
Zahed Nasser adds: "The area for Elyssar is more diverse and 
complex than the Solidere one, it is densely populated, while the 
Solidere area was empty when they did the project, so they had 


the capacity to logistically implement the project" 


In addition to this political disagreement, two major/game- 
changing factors were at play: the large-scale destruction 
brought about by the 2006 war with Israel, and an acute lack 
of funds. The government simply could not raise the $1 billion 
cost needed for this private-public partnership. These combined 
factors sent the project into indefinite suspension. À few parts 
of the plan were implemented, like the construction of Beirut's 
Public Hospital and a major highway from the city to the airport. 
Some inhabitants did relocate and were compensated in order to 


build these developments. 
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As the war destroyed Beirut's center, much of its commercial life 
spread across its suburbs. Ouzaï has a strong commercial activity 
and many small industries. Its main activities are furniture shops, 
car repairs, gas stations, metal shops, as well as bakeries and 
fish shops. Ouzaïs main road is one of the principal accesses to 
South-Lebanon, making it a strategic place for merchants who 
display their varied inexpensive furniture designs all along that 
road, where many people stop on their way to the South. 


Farouk Dakdouki tells me that Ouzaï has become an industrial 
zone that serves Beirut's needs. Its industrial area he says is 
now larger than the residential one. | ask him if there are any 
fishermen and fish left. He says: "My brother is a fisherman. 
There is fish but not as much as before. Now if he doesn't have 
one or two persons to accompany him and share the cost, he 
won't go as the gas, the bait and equipment are expensive." 
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